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Abstract 
The current study explored the usefulness of differentiated instruction and traditional-based pedagogy in the promotion of male 
and female learners reading comprehension in separate gender educational system. Forty seven elementary students of a language 
institute in Iran were chosen and divided into experimental and control groups, including one male one female classroom in each 
category. The students of the experimental group were taught through the strategies of differentiated instruction, viz. flexible 
grouping, tiered instruction, and tiered assignments, in the areas of content, process, and product. The students of the control 
group also received traditional instruction strategies. The outcomes of ANOVA from post-test results indicated that the students 
of the experimental group outperformed the control one. Further, the computation of post hoc analysis revealed that female 
learners of the experimental group performed better in comparison to male ones in the post-test.  
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1. Introduction 
Differentiated instruction is an approach and philosophy of education that aims at addressing and meeting the 
students’ diversity. Considering the purpose of the approach Tomlinson (2000) suggested a comprehensive and 
concise definition for it: “differentiation consists of the efforts of teachers to respond to variance among learners in 
the classroom. Whenever a teacher reaches to an individual or small group to vary his or her teaching in order to 
create the best learning experience possible, that teacher is differentiating instruction” (p.1).  
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Differentiation can be applied in the content, process, product (Levy, 2008) as well as in learning environment 
(Tomlinson, 1999). Content or “input” includes what teachers intend to teach and how the students will achieve the 
level of knowledge and understanding. To Tomlinson and Allan (2000) differentiating the content is to provide 
multiple ways to get the “facts, concepts, generalizations or principles, attitudes, and skills related to the subject, as 
well as materials that represent those elements” (p. 7). Another area to differentiate is the process of teaching and 
learning or “how” the students get the information. To differentiate the process of learning, choices should be 
provided in expressing the concepts and facts (Benjamin, 2006; Knowles, 2009; Levy, 2008; and Tomlinson, 2001). 
It is also added that the differentiated process should be directly relevant to the content and assist the learners in 
getting the knowledge and skills (Tomlinson and Strickland, 2005).  
 
The third area to implementing differentiation is the product. It is the “output” through which the students show 
what they have gotten. Teachers differentiate the products by providing a variety of items students employ to 
demonstrate what they have learned as the result of a period of study (Knowles, 2009; Levy, 2008; and Tomlinson, 
2001). The differentiated content, process, and product should be based upon the students’ strength, needs, and 
learning styles (Levy, 2008) and on the students’ readiness, interests, and learning profiles (Tomlinson, 2001). The 
last area to differentiate is related to the environment. Teachers implement environment differentiation by altering 
the classroom structure to let students move within and between groups. The learning environment is of significant 
importance in promoting the students’ achievement (Tomlinson, 2000). 
 
Therefore, a differentiated teacher plans the instruction based on individual students, not on a preplanned fixed 
curriculum. The teachers should accept that students differ from many perspectives, so as to prepare and design 
curriculums according to the students’ interests, and abilities using various channels of presenting the lessons and 
with varied complexity. Acknowledging the importance of differentiated instruction in today’s diverse classrooms, 
the current study aimed at investigating the efficacy of the approach in male and female classrooms in separate 
gender educational system of teaching in Iran. 
1. Literature review  
Differentiated instruction as a new approach has been the focus of many studies during the two previous 
decades. One call for research was to exploring the efficacy of the strategies of differentiated instruction including 
grouping, tiered activities, on-going assessments and so forth (Eastman, 2010; Gentry, 1999; Steinmeyer, 2011; 
Taylor, Pearson, Clark, & Walpole, 2000; Reutzal & Cooter, 2005). Utilizing the qualitative technique of 
observation, Miller (2007) found that high-performing teachers exploited small-group instruction, pair-working and 
collaborative group work more than low-performing teachers. Hawkins (2007) did a longitudinal study to figure out 
the reasons of some schools’ being successful in Rhole Island. The outcomes of the study revealed that small group 
instruction and using manipulative, as the manifestations of differentiated instruction were highly effective in 
improving education.  
 
In another study, Chen (2007) explored the learners’ perspective on tiered assessment. In collecting data 
different techniques were employed including observation, interviews, videotaping, and artifacts. The researcher 
reported that tiering assessment was beneficial in enhancing the students’ motivation, efforts, and English skills as 
well as confidence. 
  
Bantis (2008) investigated the impact of task based writing instruction on English language acquisition and 
differentiated instruction. The data was collected using both qualitative and quantitative methods of study through 
interviews, transcriptions of writing conferences and subject work samples. One teacher and 10 students of grade 
three participated in the study. The findings of the study reported the efficacy of task-based instruction, as a 
beneficial vehicle, in implementing differentiated instruction and principles of second language acquisition to fulfill 
the students’ needs. 
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Investigating the effectiveness of differentiated instruction in classrooms with gifted or talented students has 
been another call for research (Davalos & Graffin, 1999; Olenchak, 2001; Porcher, 2007; Rock, Gregg, Ellis, & 
Gable, 2008; Tobin & McInnis, 2008). In a recent study, McCullough (2011) studied the effectiveness of 
differentiation in promoting the vocabulary and reading comprehension of struggling students in second grade in a 
school in Virginia. The scores of 78 students from pretest and posttest of two types of exams were collected and 
analyzed by the researcher. The upshots of the study demonstrated that implementing differentiated instruction was 
beneficial in promoting the students’ achievement in vocabulary and in reading comprehension. 
 
Teachers’, administrators’, and educators’ perception of differentiated instruction and its strategies have also 
been another domain for research (Moody & Vaughn, 1997; Affholder, 2003; MacFarlane, 2008; Grafi-Sharabi, 
2009). As an instance, Smith (2011) performed a qualitative study to discover four exemplary competent teachers’ 
perception, understanding, interpretation, and practiced strategies of differentiation. Firstly, the participants stated 
that formal training failed to have a considerable influence on exercising the approach; however, the expert teachers 
consciously exploited the related strategies. They also noted that risk-taker teachers and those who teach through 
“trial and error” will be accomplished in finding and developing new lines to address the students’ needs.  
 
In a quite recent study, aimed at practically implementing differentiated instruction in Iranian EFL context, 
Khales Haghighi (2012), organized a study to discover the efficacy of the approach in different proficiency levels. 
This study took place in eight classes of one language institute, including four control and four experimental groups 
in the 4th, 5th, 7th, and 11th grade. Teachers in the experimental group exploited flexible grouping, tiered instruction, 
tiered assignments, and on-going assessment as the procedures of differentiation. They differentiated the content, 
process and product based on the students’ dominant intelligences, academic strength and weaknesses, and learning 
profiles. The statistical procedures of T-test revealed significant positive difference between the students’ reading 
comprehension in the pretest and posttest in grade four, five, and seven (i.e. the elementary and intermediated level 
students); yet, no meaningful difference was found in the achievement of advanced level students in grade 11. After 
all, as it was shown lots of studies were conducted quantitatively and qualitatively to seek the efficacy of 
differentiated instruction in the promotion of students reading comprehension. However, one area that is absent from 
the current-day literature is to exploring the effectiveness of differentiate instruction in separate educational settings.  
Therefore, the researchers were motivated to conduct the current study to see if there is any difference between Iranian male and 
female learners performance in reading comprehension when differentiation is applied. 
2. Statement of the problem 
In recent years the idea of one-size-fits-all instruction has been criticized by authors and researchers (e.g. 
Heacox, 2002; Tomlinson, 1999) and multitude studies proved the efficacy of various strategies of differentiated 
instruction on the students’ achievement; yet, the majority of teachers in Iran employ the traditional methods of 
teaching and no differentiation is incorporated in EFL classrooms. It is also noted that in Iran, educational system 
separates the male and female learners in most of the educational places, including the majority of language 
institutes. Therefore, the investigation of differentiated instruction and its efficacy in the attainment of male and 
female learners capture the data that will fill the gap between instruction and learning. A primary aim of the present 
study was to clarify whether incorporating differentiation among male and female learners could enhance the 
students’ reading comprehension more favorably in comparison with traditional-based teaching. More specifically, 
this study aimed at ascertaining if students of different gender perform differently in differentiated classrooms in the 
realm of reading comprehension. Hence, the study sought answer for the following research question:  
To what extent implementing differentiated instruction impact the promotion of Iranian male and female reading 
comprehension?  
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3. Method 
3.1. Participants  
The participants of the study were chosen from Alpha private language institute, in Ilam-Iran. They were 47 EFL 
learners at elementary level and ranging from 16 to 28 years old, who studied English as a foreign language for three 
sessions a week in the spring 2012. Male learners attended the classrooms on the odd days and females in the even 
days of the week. Twenty two students constituted the two classes of the control group, including 10 male and 12 
female. The experimental group also comprised of 25 students, including 12 male and 13 female ones who attended 
two classes. Moreover, three qualified teachers with four to six years of experience of teaching English in EFL 
context implemented the strategies in the control and experimental groups.  
3.2. Instruments and materials  
One proficiency exam and one achievement test were used as the instrument. All students participated in a 
pretest as well as a posttest. The aim of holding the former was to divide male and female students into 
homogeneous group, and the goal of the final exam was to investigate the achievement of the students after the 
study. The main book of the course was Interchange 1(Richards, Hall, & Proctor, 2005). Besides, the book Steps to 
Understanding (Hill, 1980), and one short story were utilized as the complementary materials.  
3.3. Procedure  
Quasi-experimental design was adopted for this quantitative study. To provide answer for the research question, 
four classes of Alpha language institute in Ilam, Iran were chosen, and were further divided into control and 
experimental groups.  
 
The study started in spring 2012, as soon as the researcher found the male and female learners of the same 
proficiency level and the manager of the institute concurred with performing the study. The researcher together with 
the manager and experienced and qualified teachers of the institute realized the appropriate complementary 
materials and books for students. Then, in two sessions the teachers became familiar with the essential components 
of differentiated instruction and were trained to implementing the strategies. The teachers were asked to deliver 
instruction in twenty four sessions and take a final exam in the last session of the semester.  
 
Initially, to determine the homogeneity of male and female students, a pretest was held. Regarding the students’ 
achieved scores in the exams, they were divided into four classes including two experimental (the first group 
including male learners are called E1, and female learners are referred to E2, hereafter) and two control groups 
(male students constituted C1, and female ones comprised C2). The computation of one-way ANOVA was run to 
make sure of the homogeneity of the groups.  
 
The teachers of the control group exploited traditional instruction; while, the teachers of the experimental groups 
adopted flexible grouping and tiered instruction to exercise the strategies of differentiated instruction in the realms 
of the content, process, and product, in the classrooms. Furthermore, students’ multiple intelligences and ongoing 
assessments are critical components of differentiation. So, using a survey, questionnaire, the differentiated teachers 
realized the dominant intelligence of students. It is noted that the original questionnaire was translated into Farsi, so 
that lack of understanding would not affect the outcomes. Moreover, having scrutinized the students’ performance in 
the pretest, profiles were created wherein the students’ dominant intelligence, as well as weaknesses and strengths 
were noted. The profiles were updated based on the students’ performance in the formative test. 
 
186   Mohammad Aliakbari and Jaber Khales Haghighi /  Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences  98 ( 2014 )  182 – 189 
3.4. The adopted strategies 
A main strategy of differentiated instruction is flexible grouping. To utilize the strategy, the differentiated 
teachers arranged and rearranged the students into small flexible groups to work with peers and to deliver one to one 
instruction. Whole-class instruction was the mere adopted strategy in the control groups.  
Differentiating the content and the process are the central components of differentiation to address. To this end 
and to tier activities, chapters one and two of the book Steps to Understanding (Hill, 1980) were practiced in the 
experimental groups. The differentiated teachers let the students choose their interested topics and stories to work 
on. The goal of introducing various texts was twofold: firstly, to implement tiered instruction; secondly, to address 
the students’ needs and interests. The same chapters of the book steps to understanding (Hill, 1980) were 
determined in the control groups; however, all students worked one text in each session. The teachers taught the 
lessons, explained structures and raised questions, then the teacher and students asked questions, and students 
provided answers to them. By asking lots of questions, the teachers aimed at ascertaining that all students grasped 
the lessons. However, all students worked on the same texts, and no option was provided.  
 
All students of the control and the experimental groups were asked to prepare assignments. To implement 
differentiation in the product, the students were allowed to present the tasks through a variety of ways, according to 
their interest and ability, such as creating posters, brochures, and albums. The learners of the control group also 
created posters as assignments.  
4. Results  
Table 1, presents the descriptive statistics of the students’ performance, including the mean and the standard 
deviation, in the pretest and posttest.  
Table 1: The mean and the standard deviation of the scores in the pre- and posttest 
 Pretest Posttest 
 Mean SD Mean SD 
E1 40.30 4.87 43.50 2.78 
C1 40.83 4.17 40.40 4.14 
E2 42.33 4.03 46.23 2.12 
C2 41.15 3.43 40.58 3.39 
 
Table 2, reveals the significance of the one-way ANOVA pre-test results.  
Table 2:  Inferential statistics of the students’ pretest performance 
 df Mean Square F Sig. 
Between Groups 3 8.384 .496 .687 
Within Groups 43 16.887   
Total 46    
 
Table 3, represents the inferential statistics of one-way ANOVA. To further investigate the significance of the 
exams LSD was adopted, the results of which are presented in table 4. 
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Table 3: Inferential statistics of the students’ posttest performance 
 df Mean Square F Sig. 
Between Groups 3 9.77 9.38 .000 
Within Groups 43 9.78   
Total 46    
Table 4: One-way ANOVA post hoc outcomes for the posttest 
(I) Groups (J) Groups Mean Difference (I-J) Sig 
E1 C1 3.10  (*) .025 
 E2 -2.73 (*) .035 
 C2 2.91  (*) .027 
C1 E2 -5.83 (*) .000 
 C2 -.183 .89 
E2 C2 5.64 (*) .000 
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5. Discussion and conclusion  
As it is demonstrated in table 1, the average pretest score of the students in E1 is 40.30, that of the C1 equals 
40.83. The mean score of the students in E2 is 42.33, and in C2 is 41.15. To figure out if these differences are 
statistically significant, the statistical procedure of one-way ANOVA was used. The sig=.687 in table 2 indicates 
that there is no meaningful difference between these four groups in the beginning of the study.  
 
The mean posttest scores of the male students who received differentiated instruction ,43.5, is higher than those 
in the control group, 40.40. Furthermore, the average final exam scores of female learners in the experimental group 
is 46.23, that is higher than scores in the control group, 40.58. In order to determine the significance of these 
differences, the researchers employed one-way ANOVA. According to sig=.00, in table 3, there is meaningful 
difference between the achieved scores. Further analysis was conducted through LSD, table 4. 
 
The sig=.025 revealed that the difference between E1 and C1 average scores is meaningful. In other words, it 
proves that implementing differentiated instruction is considerably effective in promoting the students’ reading 
comprehension in comparison to traditional teaching. Analyzing the difference between the average mean score of 
E2 and C2 revealed sig=.00, so the difference is statistically significant. The female learners in the experimental 
group generated the mean score of 46.23 and those in the control group achieved 40.58. It is concluded that students 
who received differentiation performed better than those who were taught through traditional teaching. Finally, the 
sig=0.035 revealed that the difference between E1 and E2 is meaningful. The average score of female learners in the 
experimental group, 46.23, is higher than the male ones with the mean score of 43.50. Consequently, female learners 
receiving differentiated instruction performed more favorably than male learners receiving the same strategies of 
instruction.  
 
Another considerable finding in the study is related to the standard deviation of the scores in the pre- and posttest 
in all four groups. On the one hand, the standard deviation of the scores in the E1 is 4.87 in the pretest that is 
reduced to 2.78 in the posttest, and the deviation scores of the E2 is 4.03 in the pre exam that is decreased to 2.12 in 
the final exam. On the other hand, there is no change in the control groups, in terms of standard deviation. Thus, it is 
concluded that differentiated instruction changes the classes to homogeneous ones. Therefore, the findings of the 
current study are in line with what Eastman (2010), Khales Haghighi (2012), and McCullough (2011) found. 
Contrary to the findings of Gentry (1999), this study indicated that implementing differentiation is effective in the 
promotion of elementary students' reading comprehension.  
6. Implications of the study 
It can be understood from the upshots of the current study that one standard curriculum cannot respond to the 
needs of all learners of the same proficiency level. Thus, the administrators and teachers should attempt at designing 
and implementing varied educational curriculums to meeting the students’ interests and needs. This can be 
contributive and beneficial in promoting the quality of education and in meeting the students’ academic needs. 
Moreover, the insights of the study can be yielded to employ and implement worthwhile approaches and procedures 
of teaching reading to Iranian students. In so doing, administrators should motivate and inspire EFL teachers to 
implement differentiation of sterling quality to diverse groups of students in the classrooms. 
7. Limitations and suggestions for further study  
Future studies can focus on the uncovered aspects of the current study. One limited aspect that that this study 
faced with was the small number of students. So, employing the same design, future research can repeat the present 
study with more participants and in a larger scale. Another limitation reflected in the study was that this study was 
conducted in elementary level and in only one semester. Therefore, conducting future research in longitudinal 
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manner with participants of different proficiency levels will provide more profound and remarkable insights into the 
applicability of differentiated instruction.  
 
Future research should also focus on determining why female learners performed better in comparison with male 
ones when receiving differentiation. In Iran, public schools also separate the students of both genders; thus, further 
studies might be conducted on evaluating the applicability of differentiated instruction in public schools of 
elementary, junior high and high schools. 
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